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Lizards

Marine Iguana Amb lyr h y n cb u s cristatu s
The Galipagos Marine Iguana is the lvorld's onlv sea-going lizard, ald'is
found on all ofthe main islancls. Thele are se\ren races or subspecies
rvhich varv consiclerablf in size and r;olour from island to island. The
ones on Espaiola are the most brightll 'coloured. Northern Isabela boasts
the largest (up to 1.3 m in length) and Genovesa the smallest [up to 75
cm in length). The males are larger ancl more brightl1, and dlstinctively
colourecl thal the females. They are largelv black or dark grev. Hos,e\rer,
the males take on a red or red-green tinge during thc mating season. This
is particularlv erriclent in the Espaiiola race. Some races ktok to have
llchens grorving on then, suc:h are the valjations in their skin colour.
Marine Iguanas have a pronounced crest which is most prominent on
thc hcad but runs all the rvalr dou'n their back and tajl.

Because i t  is  ectothermic,  or  cold-blooded, and yet feeds in the cool
r'r'aters of the Hurnboldt and Cromrvell currents. it must lyarm r-rp bv
basking in the sun on the blar:k lava rocks, both befbre and after
feeding trips. To avoid overheating. u.hich r'voulcl occrLr if its bodv
temperature cxceeded 35'C, it varies its position in relation to the sun.
of ten l 'acing direct l r  intu i l  lo redur c i ls  erposure.

The Marine Iguana lives largel-v on land but feeds inshore and in the
intert idal  zone at  depths ofup to about 10 m. I t  feeds alnost ent i rc lv
orr red ancl green algae but is also knorvn to consume its or'rrn faeces as
r'r'cll as tbose of sea lions and crabs. This diet results in a high intake ol
salt. To elirninate this exc:ess of salt. thev spit out brine through their
nostrils. This snorting is the onlv nolse that thev make.

The Marinc Iguana can remain submerged tbr 10 minutes or more.
It does not generallv venturc nore than 50 m offshore. During a strong
El Nir1o, r,hen its food supplv is severelv affected, the poprrlation can
suffer a verv severe drop.

The timing of the nating season r.aries on dillerent islands but
generalll, starts in Dccember tolanrLary, lvith egg-laving tou,ards the end
of the walm season, March and April. Thc femalc cxcavates a nest in the
sand, a burrow up to 1-rn long, then la1,s x 
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of rLp to four leathert,

elongated eggs, u,hich take betrveen three and four months to incubatc,
The voung are 10-cm long u'hen thev energe and ahnost entirell' black.
Thev are r.erv vulnerable to prcdation bv frigatebirds. herons, harvks and
snakes as r'r'ell as feral cats and clogs on Jand, and b1' morav eels and
other predators in the rvater. Survival is quite an achievement. f)nce thel
are mature. their onlv real enemies are harvks and feral cats and dogs.
Best vietved: Common throughout the islands on rockl' coasts and cllffs.

SUtsSPECIES
A. c. cfistatlts

[1,  3,4]

ISI,,A,VDS CHARACTERISTICS
Fernanclina The first three races fbrm a

closel-v related gror.rp in the
ccntral and r'r,cstern islands

A. r:. hasi (2) Santa Cruz
A.,  .  o l l t " t t rur lensir  [5.  6]  lsaLe]a Lrrgesl  in s izc
A. c. ntertensi (7) San Crist6bal:

Sant iago
A. c. sielnonni Pinta
A. c. venttstissimris [8. 9) Espanola Most brlghtly co]oured
A. c.  nanus [ : t0.  1: l )  Gcnovesa Very smal l ,  dark colour
Nofci nLrrTrlrc6 rclote to pjlatoBnplt posiliotts us irulirtttr:cl hv tht: svnbol an tlle leJl


